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The Sources and 
Consequences of 
Stress in a Public 
Accounting Firm
By Phillip T. Senatra
This study is an examination of 
stress as perceived by audit seniors 
in a Big Eight public accounting 
firm. The potential effects of stress 
are costly, not only to the individual 
in terms of emotional consequences, 
but also to the organization in terms 
of lower quality of performance and 
turnover. The purpose of this study is 
to examine potential consequences 
of stress experienced by audit 
seniors and to identify conditions 
which have the potential to con­
tribute to stressful situations in CPA 
firms of all sizes.
Role Theory And The Audit 
Senior
The use of role theory and role 
concepts provides a useful analyti­
cal framework for examining stress. 
Measures of role conflict and role 
ambiguity can be successfully 
employed as operational measures 
of stress.
Role conflict is defined as the 
simultaneous occurrence of two (or 
more) sets of pressures such that 
compliance with one would make 
difficult or impossible compliance 
with the other. Role conflict can be 
thought of as existing when seniors 
perceive that their role senders 
hold contradictory or competing 
demands or expectations.
Role ambiguity is defined as the 
absence of adequate information 
which is required in order for seniors 
to accomplish their role in a satisfac­
tory manner. Role ambiguity arises 
when the required information is 
nonexistent or, if existing, is inade­
quately communicated.
An examination of the audit 
seniors’ role reveals that seniors 
exist in a position of interaction with 
others where there is a high poten­
tial for conflict and ambiguity. For 
example, married seniors are mem­
bers of both the audit firm and their 
family. When the firm expects them 
to spend considerable time out of 
town, they may find such expecta­
tions in conflict with those associ­
ated with their roles as spouse and 
parent.
Seniors occupy a boundary posi­
tion, that is, they must interact with 
people outside their own organiza­
tion. Boundary position occupants 
generally experience a higher level 
of conflict and ambiguity than do 
those individuals whose activities 
are confined to their immediate 
organizational unit.
Within the audit firm, seniors must 
deal with the interests and expecta­
tions of both subordinates (junior 
position) and superiors (manager 
and partner positions). Incompatible 
role expectations are likely, and they 
may be accompanied by various 
pressures to comply from superior 
and subordinate role senders.
Since the senior position is an im­
portant one, the consequences and 
sources of role conflict and role am­
biguity for audit seniors merit 
examination.
Potential Consequences and 
Sources of Role Conflict and 
Role Ambiguity
Three potential consequences of 
role conflict and ambiguity are in­
creased job-related tension, 
decreased job satisfaction, and in­
creased propensity to leave the firm. 
Numerous other consequences 
could also be considered. However, 
the three selected for study are 
representative and, logically, are 
potentially related to important 
problem areas concerning public 
accounting firms such as quality of 
audit performance and turnover.
This study will examine potential 
sources of stress which exist within 
the organizational climate of a CPA 
firm and the personal lives of audit 
seniors. Variables within the 
organizational climate with the po­
tential to contribute to role conflict 
and ambiguity are classified into 
four categories as a basis for 
discussion: (1) organizational 
complexity; (2) coordination and 
communication; (3) authority, and; 
(4) professional freedom.
Inability of individuals to fully 
comprehend the organizational 
complexities of their firm may ac­
count for much of the stress existing 
within that organization. The struc­
ture of an organization should keep 
a member from being caught in the 
crossfire of incompatible orders or 
expectations. Also, certain organiza­
tional norms and responsibilities 
may not be compatible with a 
senior’s perceptions of a desirable 
work environment.
Role conflict and ambiguity can 
therefore be seen as resulting from 
the degree to which certain 
organizational practices are per­
ceived to exist in the organizational 
climate of a CPA firm. The specific 
measures used in this study are:
1. Violations in chain of com­
mand: the degree to which the 
chain of command is bypassed 
in the firm resulting in the po­
tential for incompatible orders 
or expectations from more than 
one superior.
2. Conflict in directions: the 
degree to which objectives, 
directives, and guidelines of 
the firm conflict or are incon­
sistent.
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3. Formalization of rules and pro­
cedures: the degree to which 
performance standards, stand­
ard practices, policies and 
position responsibilities are 
formalized explicitly.
4. Emphasis on subordinate per­
sonnel development: the 
degree to which seniors are ex­
pected to train and guide 
assistants and how well they 
are rewarded for it.
5. Superiors contribution to pro­
fessional growth: the degree to 
which the senior receives for­
mal and informal training, con­
structive performance ap­
praisals and work reviews.
6. Job pressure: the degree to 
which there is excessive pres­
sure and inadequate time and 
training to complete the 
various assignments.
7. Tolerance of error: the degree 
to which errors are dealt with in 
a supportive, learning manner 
rather than in a threatening, 
punitive, blame-oriented man­
ner or climate.
8. Selection criteria for promotion 
based on ability and perform­
ance: the degree to which 
selection criteria are based on 
ability and performance rather 
than politics, personality, or 
educational credentials.
The second category of organiza­
tional climate is coordination and 
communication. Managerial 
philosophy about communication 
may contribute to stress. Individuals 
who have access to information may 
be insensitive to the information 
needs of others in the organization. 
In certain instances, individuals 
possessing required, or desired, in­
formation may restrain its dis­
semination for purposes of control. 
The practice of restricting the flow of 
information is not limited to 
superiors. It is one of the techniques 
which subordinates may employ to 
influence their superiors.
The degree to which problems of 
coordination and communication 
are perceived to exist by the senior 
in the organizational climate of the 
firm should be considered as poten­
tial sources of role conflict and am­
biguity. The specific measures used 
in this study are:
1. Top management receptive­
ness: the degree to which 
superiors listen and respond to 
ideas and suggestions.
2. Adequacy of work coordina­
tion: the degree to which inter­
related work activities are coor­
dinated and how well other divi­
sions of the firm are supportive 
and provide assistance.
3. Decision timeliness: the degree 
to which superiors respond to 
problems and make timely 
decisions.
4. Information suppression: the 
degree to which superiors and 
subordinates withhold relevant 
information.
5. Communication adequacy: the 
degree to which communica­
tions are accurate, timely, 
complete, and flow both up and 
down.
The third category of organiza­
tional climate is authority. To 
satisfactorily lead the audit team in 
the field, the senior must have ade­
quate authority. Adequacy of 
authority is defined as the degree to 
which the senior has enough 
authority to make necessary deci­
sions and handle work problems.
The final category of organiza­
tional climate is professional 
freedom. Professional freedom is 
defined as the degree of freedom in­
dividuals have to exercise their own 
professional judgement in perform­
ing their responsibilities. Role con­
flict and ambiguity could result if 
audit seniors perceive undue 
bureaucratic influence by their 
superiors with regard to the way the 
seniors are to carry out their 
responsibilities.
Research Methodology
A questionnaire was distributed to 
all audit seniors in eight offices of 
one Big Eight public accounting 
firm.1 The office size ranged from 
approximately 30 to over 150 profes­
sional staff, with one-half of the 
seniors working in offices maintain­
ing a professional staff of 60 or more. 
Questionnaires were returned by 88 
of the total of 107 seniors for a 
response rate of 82 percent.
Seniors responded to question­
naire items using a one-to-five scale, 
with each value representing an ap­
propriate verbal response for the 
variable being measured. The ques­
tionnaire contained 103 items which 
were combined into 29 variables for 
analysis. Internal consistency for 
each multi-item variable was evalu­
ated by the Spearman Brown 
reliability method. Reliabilities were 
acceptable for the testing of relation­
ships. Efforts to achieve validity for 
the variables included the use of a 
pilot study and reviews of the 
measurement instruments by a psy­
chologist and members of the public 
accounting profession for the instru­
ment’s representativeness and ap­
plicability to the audit senior posi­
tion. The instruments employed to 
measure each of the variables were 
as follows.
The measures of role conflict and 
role ambiguity were developed by 
Rizzo et al.2 The measure of job- 
related tension was drawn from the 
anxiety-stress questionnaire used by 
House and Rizzo.3 The job satisfac­
tion scale was adapted from a ques­
tionnaire developed by Bullock.4 
Propensity to leave was measured 
by asking the respondents to indi­
cate their intention to leave or stay 
with the firm.
Fourteen a priori variables were 
developed to provide specific 
measures of the organizational cli­
mate of a CPA firm. The variables 
are a modified version of a measure­
ment of organizational practices 
developed by House and Rizzo.5
To measure professional freedom, 
certain professional duties and 
responsibilities of an audit senior, as 
described in the staff personnel 
policies of a public accounting firm, 
were listed. For each item, the re­
spondents were asked to indicate to 
what extent they have the freedom to 
exercise their own professional 
judgment in carrying out the 
responsibility.
The study is concerned with 
evaluating the contributions of a set 
of variables and specific variables to 
role conflict and ambiguity. 
Emphasis is on the examination of 
particular relationships within a 
multivariate context. Therefore, step- 
wise multiple regression is used in a 
descriptive manner and not as an in­
ferential tool. The standard F test is 
used to test for significance.
Results of the Study
It was expected that high levels of 
both role conflict and role ambiguity 
would be related to high job-related 
tension, low job satisfaction, and 
high propensity to leave the firm. 
Table 1 presents the measures of 
these relationships. The partial 
regression coefficients measure the 
relationships between role conflict
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Table 1
Measures of the Relationships Between Role Conflict, Role
Ambiguity, and Their Potential Consequences
Role Conflict Role Ambiguity
Partial Regression Partial Regression
Consequences Coefficients Coefficients
Job-related Tension .458* .116
Job Satisfaction -.056 -.356*
Propensity to Leave .139 .071
‘Significant at the .01 level
Table 2
Stepwise Regression of Selected Variables and Role
Conflict
Multiple
Variables Correlation F Values
Violations in Chain of Command .512 30.56*
Information Suppression .645 22.31*
Superiors Contribution to Professional Growth .683 7.93*
Formalization of Rules and Procedures .692 2.05
Adequacy of Authority .701 1.94
Decision Timeliness .709 1.96
Top Management Receptiveness .716 1.51
Communication Adequacy .725 2.21
Conflict in Directions .729 .99
Personal Factors .730 .39
Criteria for Promotion Based on Ability and Performance .732 .34
Tolerance of Error .733 .28
Emphasis on Subordinate Personnel Development .733 .06
Adequacy or Work Coordination .734 .04
Professional Freedom .734 .01
‘Significant at the .01 level
Table 3
Stepwise Regression of Selected Variables and
Role Ambiguity
Multiple
Variables Correlation F Values
Communication Adequacy .646 61.55*
Adequacy of Authority .725 19.46*
Superiors Contribution to Professional Growth .766 12.51*
Decision Timeliness .785 6.33*
Violations in Chain of Command .797 4.21
Professional Freedom .805 2.92
Top Management Receptiveness .812 2.56
Criteria for Promotion Based on Ability and Performance .817 1.96
Emphasis on Subordinate Personnel Development .820 1.18
Personal Factors .826 1.12
Adequacy of Work Coordination .828 .75
Conflict in Directions .829 .58
Information Suppression .829 .14
Job Pressure .830 .09
Tolerance of Error .830 .04
Formalization of Rules and Procedures .830 .02
‘Significant at the .01 level
and role ambiguity and each of the 
three potential consequences while 
controlling for effects of other con­
sequences.
All relationships are in the ex­
pected directions. The relationships 
between role conflict and job-related 
tension and role ambiguity and job 
satisfaction are significant. The data 
provides support to the contention 
that the difficulties people have with 
their organizational roles increase 
as conflict and ambiguity increase. 
However, propensity to leave was 
not significantly related to the 
measures of stress. It is possible that 
audit seniors view conflict and am­
biguity as an inherent part of the job 
so it does not result directly in a 
propensity to leave the firm.
Two stepwise multiple regression 
equations were developed with the 
potential sources of role conflict and 
ambiguity as the independent varia­
bles and role conflict and role am­
biguity as the dependent variables. 
The order the variables entered the 
equations, the multiple correlations, 
and the F values are presented in 
Table 2 for role conflict and Table 3 
for role ambiguity. The multiple cor­
relations (R) indicate the strength of 
the relationship between the depen­
dent variable and the independent 
variables that have entered the 
equation as of that step. If the multi­
ple correlation is squared (R2), the 
percent of variation in the dependent 
variable explained by the indepen­
dent variables is disclosed. The F 
values shown as significant identify 
which individual variables explained 
a significant amount of the variation 
in the dependent variable.
The squared multiple correlation 
coefficients (R2) for the final step of 
the multiple regression equations 
were .54 for role conflict and .69 for 
role ambiguity. Thus, the independ­
ent variables explained 54 and 69 
percent, respectively, of the variation 
in role conflict and role ambiguity. 
The unexplained variance could be 
due to measurement error and also 
because the sources of role conflict 
and ambiguity arise from other role 
relationships such as relations with 
clients.
The significant F values indicate 
that three potential sources are sig­
nificantly related to role conflict and 
four potential sources are signifi­
cantly related to role ambiguity. All
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of these sources come from the 
organizational climate of the firm. 
The combined effect of the personal 
factors was not significant, 
therefore, the firm should consider 
the organizational climate as an 
area to investigate for stress 
producing situations.
Implications for CPA Firms
Most of the specific variables sig­
nificantly related to stress arose 
from various facets of the relation­
ship between seniors and their 
superiors. Although some stress is 
unavoidable in the senior’s role, the 
degree of stress experienced by 
seniors may be reduced if superiors 
could be made aware of which areas 
of the organizational climate are sig­
nificantly related to conflict and 
ambiguity. An organizational goal 
should be to improve those areas 
over which the firm can exercise 
some control. Seniors’ superiors 
need to be informed about problem 
areas because their views and the 
seniors views of the organizational 
climate are not the same. Other 
researchers have found that 
partners have a higher estimation 
than seniors of the quality of the 
firms procedures in many areas6 and 
that there are differences in the 
perspectives and attitudinal orienta­
tions of the individuals occupying 
the different levels in the organiza­
tional structure of a CPA firm.7
The variable of “superiors con­
tribution to professional growth” 
was significantly related to both role 
conflict and role ambiguity. This 
variable measured the seniors per­
ceived adequacy of training, per­
formance appraisals, and superiors’ 
supportiveness. Apparently, one of 
the most important elements in the 
organizational climate is the attitude 
of the people in charge as perceived 
by their subordinates. Efforts to 
strengthen and improve interper­
sonal relationships, both formal and 
informal, between seniors and their 
superiors may be one of the best 
ways to minimize conflict and 
ambiguity.
Based upon the variables found to 
be significantly related to stress, 
some specific suggestions for 
reducing stress are:
1. Adequate opportunities should 
be provided for formal and in­
formal training. Performance 
appraisals should be ade­
quately communicated to 
seniors. Superiors should be 
willing to discuss work-related 
problems and be consistent in 
their expectations.
2. The chain of command should 
not be bypassed because this 
results in the potential for in­
compatible orders or expecta­
tions from more than one 
superior.
3. Superiors should respond 
promptly to a senior’s problems 
and recommendations.
4. The senior’s superiors should 
not withhold information or 
make important decisions 
about the job on which the 
senior is working without the 
senior’s knowledge.
5. Overall communications within 
the firm should be accurate, 
timely, complete and flow both 
up and down.
6. Seniors should have enough 
authority to make all the deci­
sions necessary to perform 
their job and handle work 
related problems.
The potential sources of stress 
represented by the variables which 
did not attain significance should 
not be discarded until this research 
is replicated with larger and more 
representative samples. For exam­
ple, inadequacy of professional 
freedom was not found to be a sig­
nificant source of stress. This result 
could be due to the fact that in the 
firm selected for study the profes­
sional freedom scores were consist­
ently high. Such a climate may not 
exist in all firms.
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